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ARCH AS AN ELEMENT OF RELIGIOUS ARCHITECTURE 
IN CHRISTIAN AND ISLAMIC ARCHITECTURE 
Problem statement. The forms of Christian and Islamic arches are compared in the context of re-
ligious essence of Christianity and Islam. The form of arch is considered from two positions. The 
first position is the character of the form of the arch; the second position is the character of dynam-
ic vector of the arch in visual perception. 
Results and conclusions. The character of the form of the arch is considered for the first time in the 
context of orientation of man in religious and notional space. It is established that in Islam, vertical 
vector is not principal, despite the vertical vector common to Christian and Islam arches. The reason 
is that in Christian temple, the prayer is “orientated” upwards, to God, whereas in Islam there is only 
one principal, global reference point, the Kaaba, that is, the orientation of the prayer in Islam is hori-
zontal vector. Owing to this, Islamic arch tends to upwards, but reference point of the system of spiri-
tual coordinates of Islam artificially “blunts” and redirects the arch in its direction. 
Keywords: Christian and Islamic arch, system of spiritual coordinates, reference point. 
 
Introduction 
The expansion of reconstruction and restoration of architectural monuments calls for an in-
depth study of the origins of religious architecture. The comparison of Christian and Islamic Issue № 3 (11), 2011  ISSN 2075-0811 
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architecture is given a prominent role in this field of studies. Common and different features 
of Islamic and Christian architecture were studied by N. L. Pavlov, G. F. Gorshkova, N. I. 
Smolina,  A. A. Barabanov,  Sh.  M. Shukurov,  Yu.  N. Zhilina,  D. B. Pyurveev  and  others. 
However, the problem of comparing Christian and Islamic arches has not been properly hig-
hlighted. This paper is meant to make up for this research gap. 
The aim of the research is to examine Christian and Islamic arches as elements possessing 
some features of the religious faith as compared based on the religious essence of these world 
denominations. The shape of the arch is viewed from two angles. Firstly, it is the character of 
its shape, i. e. the type of its curvilinearity, whether it is more or less pointed. Secondly, it is 
the type of its dynamic vector at the visual perception level. 
The orientational approach used in the research will help to shed some new light on Christian 
and Islamic architecture. 
1. Character of the shape of Christian and Islamic arch 
Lancet arches were used in both Christian and Islamic architecture, but the character of their 
forms was different. Let us consider the arch in terms of the character of its shape. 
The arch in Christianity has mostly a simpler profile than in Islam. In other words, it is more 
simply designed, i. e. by linking tow arcs rounded around a circle. Thus, Christian arch is a 
plain freely pointed shape. In Islam a lancet arch has a curve character and is more complexly 
designed.  The  character  of  the  shape  of  Islamic  arch  compared  to  Christian  one  is  less 
pointed. An obtuse angle is more used in Islamic arch than in Christian one. An ogee arch is 
sort of flat from above and is more ‘intricate’, ‘floating’ and curved (Fig. 1). 
Thus, in terms of the vertical vector, both Christian and Islamic arches are pointed, but in va-
rying degrees: the shape of Christian arch is plain and sharp, while the shape of Islamic arch 
is flatter and not so sharply pointed. 
In the East so-called section arch vaulting was used from antiquity, i. e. Islamic arch has a more 
complex profile and is made up of two arcs by ‘attaching the first rows of the bricks to a ridge 
wall so that the lower ribs follow a selected curve painted straight on the wall. One of the ad-
vantages of the section vaulting is an opportunity to disengage the sections without a carrying 
curve piece, which is particularly important in Asian areas poor in building wood’ [2]. Scientific Herald of the Voronezh State University of Architecture and Civil Engineering. Construction and Architecture 
82 
Christianity  Islam 
Character of shape 
   
Reims, cathedral  Mary Laach Abbey, 
1093-1156 
Uzgen, Northern mausoleum, 
1152-1153 
Anau, mosque, 
1455-1456 
   
Gothic windows  Or, cathedral, 1083-1190  Kunya Urgench, Turabek Hanym mausoleum, XIV century 
Predominating shape 
 
Shape visually freely pointed 
 
Shape flat and curved 
Shape verticality vector 
   
Reims, cathedral  Mary Laach Abbey, 
1093-1156 
Koutoubia mosque, 
1153 
Alzhir, big mosque, 
1096 
   
Olne, cemetery church, 1135  Uzgen, Northern mausoleum, 
1152-1153 
Anau, mosque, 
1455-1456 
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2. Character of a dynamic vector 
Dynamic vector is a visually perceptible movement of an architectural form, its geometric di-
rection to one side or the other. As mentioned above, in terms of vertical vector Christian and 
Islamic lancer arches have a spirit of verticality. Several types of other arch shapes, however, 
are used in Islam. 
One of them is Mauritanian, or a horseshoe arch. R. Arnheim analyses the dynamics of Mau-
ritanian arch ‘If a circle line goes beyond the horizontal diameter and the construction centre 
appears to be over the support line, a circle closing up shows at its best, which lends a so-
called Mauritanian arch its typical intensity. The shape of the arch threatens with a rapid clo-
sure drifting away from the supports to which it is linked. It undermines the verticality of col-
umns  trying  to  bend  them  inward’.  [1].  As  for  the  shape  of  a  segment  horseshoe  arch 
R. Arnheim says that ‘it is definitely infinite and hard to capture — it goes upward but with-
out proper confidence’ [1]. This rapidity of Mauritanian arch is quenched by a circle end. A 
vertical vector sort of reaches the circle centre and throws rays in all sides thus emphasizing 
the non-priority of the vertical direction (Fig. 2). 
 
 
Fig. 2. Mauritanian arch [3] 
 
A special role in Islam is given to iwans [4]. This shape is often used in Iran mosques where 
iwans are notable elements of architectural composition of a mosque. Iwan is a lancet arch in Scientific Herald of the Voronezh State University of Architecture and Civil Engineering. Construction and Architecture 
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a square or rectangle portal shape, i. e. verticality is limited by a horizontal line of the portal. 
The initial upward movement stops. Interaction of arch and shape of the portal manifests the 
idea of eliminating the spirit of verticality thus displaying obedience to Allah (the word ‘Is-
lam’ in Arabic means ‘obedience’ [5]). Two such portals set on the same axis build a power-
ful horizontal architectural bond defining the horizontal direction as the major one. 
The difference in Christian and Islamic shapes is not stark, however it is consistently ob-
served in all the architectural and decorative forms of Christian and Islamic architecture. 
This can be explained by the differences underlying the religious essences of Islamic and 
Christian faith. 
3. Systems of the spiritual coordinates in Christianity and Islam 
Any religious faith can be called a system of a person’s spiritual coordinates. As a system of 
coordinates, it has a reference point forming the system as such and the environment. From 
the religious standpoint, a reference point is all man’s knowledge of the world and himself in 
it. Each faith holds this knowledge.  
A  person’s  spiritual  system  of  coordinates  is  a  feeling  of  belonging  to  this  world,  self-
identification with the conventional meaningful picture of the world, i. e. faith in a certain 
widely accepted organization of the world and himself in it. A person relates to the system 
and exists in it. Spiritual coordinates grant psychological wellbeing and a sense of security in 
the knowledge that the world is interpreted primarily in the common sense manner. A system 
of spiritual coordinates guides a person in the meaningful spiritual world. It is a philosophical 
standpoint, a guideline which a person holds major and stable.  
Thus, a system of a person’s spiritual coordinates is a religious, meaningful system of con-
cepts, dogmata, canon, guidelines, etc. It is a picture of the world a person has faith in and 
holds major and stable [6]. 
Christianity and Islam are Abraham religions tracing back to Prophet Abraham, i. e. they 
share the same origin. A picture of universe in Christianity is similar to one in Islam. The Is-
lamic reference point, the Kaaba, was artificially chosen by Prophet Mohammed. Allah is in 
heaven but the connection with him through a prayer is horizontally directed. Islamic arch is 
thus pointed but is artificially ‘blunted’ and redirected by the reference point of Islamic sys-
tem of spiritual coordinates. We cannot say that Islamic portal arch is profoundly horizontally Issue № 3 (11), 2011  ISSN 2075-0811 
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directed with the spirit of verticality equal to the one of Christian arch. We can rather speak of 
some prerequisites to the horizontal direction. However, we can surely claim that a global ref-
erence point in Islam influences the character of the shape of its arch, it acts as a magnet 
bringing about one more major direction in Islam, i. e. the horizontal one. 
Conclusions 
This paper is the first to discuss the character of the shape of the arch in terms of a person’s 
orientation in the meaningful spiritual space of Christianity and Islam. 
In Christian faith, or Christian system of a person’s spiritual coordinates, each church is a lo-
cal altar where the Eucharist, or sacrificing to God, takes place. On this basis in each Chris-
tian church a prayer is horizontally directed. In Islam there is only one major global reference 
point, the Mecca Kaaba which each Muslim addresses five times a day. It was artificially de-
fined by Prophet Mohammed. The direction of a prayer in Islam is thus determined by a ver-
tical vector. This explains a persistent, plain and unchallenged spirit of verticality of Christian 
arch as well as flat and curve shapes of Islamic arch. In Christianity there is a major direction, 
i. e. a vertical vector. It is not major in Islam, thus Islamic forms are not so pointed. Islamic 
forms give the impression of a ban on upward movement. 
 
References 
1.  R. Arnheim, The Dynamics of Architectural Forms (University of California Press, 
1977; Мoscow, 1984). 
2.  L. Yu. Mankovskaya, Typological Basis of Architecture of Central Asia (IX-Beginning 
of XX Century), (Fan, Tashkent, 1980) [in Russian]. 
3.  H. Stierlin, Islam, vol. 1: Les Origines de Bagdad a Cordoue (Koln, 1996). 
4.  I. A. Ibragimov, The Analysis of the Portal Form in Islamic Architecture in the Con-
text of Dynamics and Statics. http://archvuz. ru/numbers/2009_3/ta5. Cited June 18, 
2010. 
5.  A. A. Savinov, An islam from A to Z (AST, Мoscow, 2007) [in Russian]. 
6.  I. A. Ibragimov, “Features of the Horizontal Orientation in Architecture of the Me-
dieval Muslim Mosque (Orientation Aspect),” Nauchny Vestnik VGASU. Stroitelstvo 
I Arkhitektura, No. 4 (16) (2009), pp. 173—178.   